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 All we claim is our just dues; we ask for our political recognition 
as loyal British subjects. We have not demonstrated our fealty to the 
throne for the sake of £.s.d.,but we did it to assist in the maintenance 
of the open door we now ask for . . . . 
  Under the Union Jack every person is his neighbour’s equal. 
There are certain regulations for which one should qualify before his 
legal status is recognised as such: to this qualification race or colour 
is no bar . . . (Sol Plaatje, Editorial, “Equal Rights,” Bechuana 
Gazette, 13 September 1902, 64) 
[The postcolonial] is the conviction that being colonial or 
postcolonial is a way of “becoming modern,” of surviving modernity, 
without the myth of individual or cultural “sovereignty” that is so 
central a tenet of liberal individualism and its sense of serial progress 
or cultural evolution. The disciplinary and temporal orders of 
Progress, Rule, Rationality, and the State become corrupted in the 
colonial and postcolonial conditions where they play a double, 
aporetic role: as norms of value they make emancipatory claims, 
crucial to the definition of modern citizenship; however, as part of 
the power practices of the colonial state they create inequality, 
injustice, and indignity. It is from the interstices of this paradoxical 
situation that the postcolonial perspective emerges. (Homi Bhabha 
and John Comaroff, “Speaking of Postcoloniality, in the Continuous 
Present: A Conversation” 24)  
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Sol Plaatje1 began to compile a book which was to become Native 
Life in South Africa in 1914, when he was on board to Britain as a member 
of the South African Native National Congress (SANNC, founded in 
1912, which was the forerunner of the ANC) deputation to Britain. The 
sole purpose of the deputation’s visit to Britain was “to persuade Britain 
to intervene constitutionally to check” (Nasson 42) the Natives’ Land Act 
(1913), the first major piece of segregation legislation in the Union of 
South Africa (then a self-governing autonomous dominion of the British 
Empire) which violently displaced the majority of the black South 
Africans from their native land. The book was going to be in line with the 
SANNC’s mission with Plaatje’s detailed accounts of the plight of his 
fellow Africans under  “the Native Land Act, and its operation,” 
accounts which Plaatje hoped “to put through the press immediately after 
landing in England” (“Native Congress Mission to England,” Willan 174). 
Yet he had to wait another two years before its publication and by the 
time it was published in 1916 under the title Native Life in South Africa, 
before and since the European War and the Boer Rebellion, the book, as 
its seemingly bizarre title suggests, had come to reflect inevitable changes 
which  Plaatje and  SANNC had had to make in their campaign 
strategy in order to adapt themselves to the political climate in Britain.  
What happened in two years was that the SANNC’s mission was 
complicated not only by the difficulty of pursuing their lobbying the 
government against the Act (though they received sympathetic responses 
and support from the British public) but also by the outbreak of the First 
World War during their stay in Britain. SANNC in South Africa decided 
to suspend their campaign against the South African Parliament, and 
organized a “patriotic demonstration” and dispatched a deputation to 
reassure the government that they would “tender the authorities every 
assistance” (African World qtd. in Nasson 44) because the Congress 
leaders “regarded loyalty during the war as an additional method to be 
used” (Grundlingh 82) for the Land Act campaign. As a result, when the 
deputation’s campaign in Britain quickly lost its impetus and all the 
members except Plaatje went back to South Africa, Plaatje had to “exploit 
opportunities [the war] opened up to promote what he considered the best 
interests of Africans in South Africa” (Grundlingh 82) in his one-man 
2
campaign against the Act through lectures, political pamphlets and a book, 
and articles for internationally circulated newspapers. In Native Life in 
South Africa in particular, Plaatje brings together some seemingly 
disparate segments:  he asks for the British constitutional intervention of 
the Land Act thereby restoring the stated ideal of the Empire, by 
accounting the predicaments of Africans and their possible military 
contribution to the World War as loyal Imperial subjects.  
The idea of using his fellow Africans’ possible war-time contribution 
as a means to demand “Imperial justice” was the tactic he had to adopt in 
order to reach the wider audience in the war-time circumstances. Yet the 
desire for freedom and recognition latent in his representation of the 
suffering colonial subjects’ possible involvement with the colonial 
master’s otherwise atrocious warfare came from his understanding of a 
possibility of “modernity” through the Second Anglo-Boer War in South 
Africa, which had conditioned him, like many other African elites at that 
time, to “imagine” a British World, as a legitimate or at least negotiable 
place for black South African people. At the same time, his waning sense 
of identification with the Empire after the Land Act inevitably made his 
voice as the loyal Imperial subject in Native Life in South Africa, despite 
its seemingly pleading optimism, sometimes highly nuanced or even 
double-edged. My paper intends to discuss Sol Plaatje’s selective 
representation of World War I in Native Life in South Africa  as a 
platform  where he could more subversively re-imagine South African 
modern citizenship from a more global (or even pan-African) perspective, 
citizenship which was denied to his people after the end of the Anglo-
Boer War.  
First of all, it is worthwhile discussing how Plaatje’s war experience 
in South Africa was related to his increased (though temporarily) 
confidence in imagining the British Empire as a community in which 
there is a legitimate place for black South African people.  He belonged 
to the generation of urban, multi-ethnic mission-educated African Elites 
who enjoyed the benefits of the nineteenth-century “Cape Liberalism” 
(colour-blind franchise and the technical equality of all men before the 
law in the Cape Colony)2 and who had access to many levels of the 
English information network and to their own print capitalism.  In other 
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words, borrowing Benedict Anderson’s concept of “imagined 
community,” they could “imagine” the British Empire and themselves as 
something not too different from “the nation,” which, according to 
Anderson, “is always conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship,” 
regardless of “the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail” (7).  
In that context, the British victory in the Second Anglo-Boer War over 
Afrikaners was vital to African elites including Plaatje in two ways. It 
meant the victory of Cape Liberalism over the Afrikaners’ Apartheid 
and a possibility of introducing the non-racial Cape franchise to the 
Colony of Natal, Transvaal Republic and Orange Free State (Warwick 
181). It also meant a possibility of loyal Africans’ military contribution 
to the war, including that of himself, being rewarded with “more” equal 
rights (as Plaatje states in his editorial titled “Equal Rights”) and it was 
this contribution of his people that Plaatje wished to be known and 
recognized. (And of course that means the Union of South Africa was a 
government very different from what he had expected to come into being 
after the British victory.) 
From the beginning of the Anglo-Boer War, which was officially “a 
white man’s war,” British officers armed Africans in the service of the 
British. As for Mafeking where Plaatje was originally stationed as a court 
interpreter, Colonel R. S. S. Baden Powell used armed Africans “in the 
military defense of the town,” and at the end of the siege, “there were 
more than five hundred [Africans] under arms” (Pretorius 106). Plaatje 
himself played an active role during the siege of Mafeking: aside from 
being the court interpreter, he also worked as a spy for the British, an 
intermediary between the British force and the local Barolong people and 
a part-time assistant to war correspondents. It is easy to imagine that this 
war-time experience not only transformed the image of Afrikaners, the 
unfavoured white rulers (compared to the British), to that of the clearly 
defined enemy in the eyes of the Africans, including Plaatje, but also gave 
to the Africans a new importance—or even central role—in the “white 
man’s war.”  It also means that for Plaatje the battlefield was where the 
colour-line could be blurred and the racial hierarchy subverted. Indeed, 
his posthumously discovered and published Mafeking Diary abounds 
with descriptions of his people’s active participation in the war, including 
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episodes of their outwitting the Afrikaners, accounts which were 
occasionally used as sources of information when he drew up his war 
report to C. H. H. Bell, the civil commissioner and resident magistrate. 
We discern in the diary his journalistic desire (due to his exposure to the 
global war-time journalism) to rightfully represent his people in the war 
as recognizably legitimate members of the British Empire in the eyes of 
the English speaking public,3 against the local journalism which tended 
to trivialize the Africans’ military activities in order to “maintain the 
fiction that it was ‘a white man’s war’” (Willan 89).  
Native Life in South Africa, unlike Mafeking Diary, is intended for the 
liberal (and war-time) British public and contains a very different and 
more urgent political message. Therefore, the book, while sharing the 
aforementioned desire to “rightfully represent his people,” involves far 
more complicated structure and rhetoric.  
The book consists of twenty-four chapters together with an “Editorial” 
and “Report on the Lands Commission.” The first seventeen chapters are 
devoted to the Land Act issues. Chapter Eighteen is his defense of the 
Brotherhood movement, an interdenominational religious organization in 
Britain which supported his campaign. Chapter Nineteen deals with the 
unrewarded Africans’ contribution to the Second Anglo-Boer War. The 
last five chapters (from Chapter Twenty to Twenty-four) discusses the 
First World War, focusing on how the Africans’ and coloureds’ 
willingness to serve the Empire is rejected by the Union and the anti-
British and pro-German Afrikaners’ rebellion against the Union and the 
Empire in 1914.  
One of the prominent features of the book is that he tactfully 
represents himself as the defender of the stated ideal of the Empire, and 
the presence of the intended “British liberal readers” is constantly 
inscribed as a kind of community that he supports and he represents in 
the text, especially in the first seventeen chapters.  By assuming the 
voice of the  “imperial loyalist” and  “trustworthy native”  (Boehmer 
149), he authorizes his criticism against the Union (and indirectly against 
the Empire’s unwillingness to save its suffering subjects): when 
denouncing the atrocity of the Land Act,  he stresses that the Act should 
be abolished “because it has lowered the prestige of the Union Jack in the 
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eyes of the coloured subjects of the King” (141) and that the annexation 
to the Union means that Cape Town and Pretoria “ceased to represent 
British ideas of fair play and justice” (142).  His other tact is that when 
he throws harsh criticism against the authority, he tends to quote critical 
comments of others instead of criticizing it in his own words, in order to 
authorize his argument and to avoid directly criticizing the colonial 
master.  
Chapter Eighteen, titled “The P.S.A. and Brotherhoods,” at first 
glance does not seem to be closely related to either the land issue or the 
issue of the World War: apparently he simply defends the Brotherhood 
movement against those who criticize the organization’s opposition 
against the Land Act.  However, taking a closer look at his “defense,” it 
becomes more obvious that this chapter plays a pivotal role in connecting 
those two issues thematically, while questioning, though in a coded way, 
the ethical and moral validity of the Imperial rule itself.  The 
Brotherhood movement is described as the religious organization which 
aimed to build a link between peoples with “no colour bar to love and 
justice” (154) on the model of the Empire. In the Imperial indoor 
demonstration organized by the Brotherhood movement in 1915 at the 
Central Hall where participants represented each of the colonies (with 
Plaatje representing South Africa), Mr. Cross, who represented England,  
said, in part, that one of the most striking proofs of the unity of the 
Empire was shown in the splendid way that men had come forward 
to assist the Mother Country on the battlefields of Europe from all 
parts of our Dominions. The coloured men from India had come as 
free men and fellow-subjects to do their share. The Empire was 
composed of territories and people—once separated by race and 
creed, now united under one flag. There was a great resemblance 
between Brotherhood and Empire. In it all kinds of religion were 
represented, yet all were united in one great principle, It had been 
said the soul of Russia was pity, of France reason, and of Britain 
justice. No Empire could be built to stand unless based on justice 
and freedom. (155-156) 
6
The above praise of the Brotherhood and Empire (with irony intended) is 
simply contrasted with “the ruling caste in South Africa” where his 
“views about ‘Freedom, liberty,’ etc., will simply be laughed out of court, 
unless he limits them to white men” (156) and the contrast demonstrates 
that it is the Union of South Africa that prevents the loyal Imperial 
subjects from either serving their “Mother Country” during the World 
War or benefitting from the Imperial justice they deserve. Yet the latent 
message in Plaatje’s quoting Mr. Cross is that in the situation in which 
the Empire does not always act in line with its stated ideal, it is not 
morally qualified to rule the world to begin with. The message is 
authorized by a passage from the “Brotherhood Journal,” which Plaatje 
cleverly quotes in the same chapter, as follows; “if [the Empire] means 
only commercial profit, and injustice is to be done with impunity under 
the imperial flag, [of] what worth is such an Empire?” (154). 
Chapter Nineteen, “Armed Natives in the South African War,” serves 
two purposes.  One is that to let the British public know that the armed 
Africans served the British force during the Second Anglo-Boer War 
especially in Mafeking, as loyal British subjects.  The other is to stress 
how the colonial office and even a member of the Royal family, pleased 
with the Africans’ service, were willing to confer some form of political 
recognition or “Imperial protection” (177) to the Africans (though some 
promises remained unfulfilled), many of which were cancelled after the 
Union of South Africa came into being.   
Having proved the Africans’ potential and expertise as soldiers 
serving the Empire, in the two chapters that follows Plaatje examines the 
contradiction concerning the Union of South Africa’s refusal to recruit 
Africans as armed soldiers and even its rejection of the offer of military 
service by the African Political Organization (which consists of coloured 
citizens) (193) while accepting the Africans’ donation and manual labour. 
This attitude of the Union, authorized by the South African Defence Force 
Act (1912), is presented as being in contrast with how the French 
government and British government recruit their colonial subjects in their 
troops. Plaatje exposes the white South African fear of the racial 
hierarchy being subverted as the reason for the Union’s refusal, by 
quoting the “white voice” from East Rand Express: 
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The news that Great Britain intends to employ Indian native troops 
against the Germans has come as a shock to many South Africans. 
We can but hope the news is incorrect. In our opinion it would be a 
fatal mistake to use colourd troops against the whites . . . . If the 
Indians are used against the Germans it means that they will return 
to India disabused of the respect they should bear for the white race. 
The Empire must uphold the Principle that a coloured man must not 
raise his hand against a white man if there is to be any law or order 
in either India, Africa, or any part of the empire where the white man 
rules over a large concourse of coloured people. In South Africa it 
will mean that the Natives will secure pictures of white being chased 
by coloured men, and who knows what harm such pictures may do? 
(198)  
Plaatje tactfully dismisses this racist attitude of whites as that of 
“colourphobic emotionalists,” and hints that this attitude will cost for 
them “the loss of an only son”(199) （who has to fight instead of coloured 
soldiers）in the battlefield. Yet when he later quotes an article by “New 
York World” from The Crisis (a magazine founded and edited by W. E. 
B. Du Bois) as “the best replies to colour sentimantalists,” he cannot help
quoting as well:
It is too late to draw the colour line in war. That line was erased more 
than fifty years ago by Abraham Lincoln in that noble letter to the 
Springfield Convention: “And there will be some black men who 
can remember that, with silent tongue and clenched teeth and steady 
eye and well-poised bayonet, they have helped mankind on to this 
great consummation.” (200) 
The letter by Lincoln was written just after the black regiment proved its 
worth at Fort Wagner during the American Civil War to those who were 
against employing black soldiers, and the reference to the Civil War 
makes Plaatje’s World War battlefield, with its colour line erased by 
black soldiers, a site imbued with the colonial subject’s “pan-African” 
8
desire for the modern nation-state, a desire that is more subversive than 
that of the loyal Imperial subject.   
 In the last three chapters, Plaatje is intent on presenting the 
Afrikaners, who are now supposed to be part and parcel of the Union of 
South Africa, as a potential enemy to the Empire. He refers to the Maritz 
Rebellion in particular, which was led by Afrikaners who supported the 
reestablishment of the South African Republic, with many quotes from 
their telegrams which betray their strong Anti-British sentiment.  He 
also makes sure to present Piet Grobler, a grand nephew of President 
Kruger and a member of the Parliament, as both a staunch supporter of 
Apartheid who mercilessly displaced Africans from their land and a rebel 
who voted “against the Union expedition to German South West Africa . . . 
[and] persuaded British subjects not to volunteer for service in the 
expedition,” and joined a force “to shoot down the King’s loyal subjects” 
(237).  
On the whole, in Native Life in South Africa, Plaatje by selectively 
representing the episodes of the World War, reconfigures the political 
landscape of South Africa into something which, with its blurred colour-
line,  strangely resembles the one he experienced during the Anglo-
Boer War; the loyal Africans fighting (or willing to fight) under the 
British against the Afrikaners, the racist enemy of the Empire, in order to 
get the political recognition of the “Mother Country” which stands for 
justice and liberty.  The thing to note is that this landscape, replete with 
the colonial subject’s unfulfilled desire for the modern nation-state, was 
made possible only because Plaatje, a privileged member of the diasporas, 
ignored voices of working-class black South Africans who were “less 
convinced of the need to demonstrate loyalty” and “pro-German 
sympathies in rural Natal” (Grundlingh 83), and underreported “African 
involvement in the Boer rebellion (Grundlingh 87). In that sense, there is 
a possibility that Plaatje himself did not believe in the picture he presented. 
Having experienced the power practices of the colonial state in the form 
of the Land Act and familiarizing himself with the suffering of the 
African diasporas, Plaatje might have known the dismal end of his War 
campaign when he concludes Native Life in South Africa with a remark 
addressed to the Empire:  
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. . . we are encouraged to hope that, “when peace again reign over 
Europe,” when white men cease warring against white men, when 
the warriors put away the torpedoes and the bayonets and take up 
less dangerous implements, you will in the interest of your flag, for 
the safety of your coloured subjects, the glory of your Empire and 
the purity of your religion, grapple with this dark blot on the imperial 
emblem, the South African anomaly that compromises the justice of 
British rule and seems almost to belie the beauty, the sublimity and 
the sincerity of Christianity. Shall we appeal to you in vain? I hope 
not. (245) 
The result was that the SANNC had to send another deputation including 
Plaatje to Britain, a campaign of which, again, brought no tangible 
success. 
The battlefield continued to haunt Plaatje as a source of inspiration 
when he had to “imagine” a community other than what was available in 
South Africa.  Indeed, his last piece of work, a historical novel titled 
Mhudi (1930), is set in the battlefield in 1830 and it is presented as a space 
where the main characters form horizontal (though temporary) relations 
beyond racial and ethnic boundaries and have a sense of belonging to a 
wider community. His precolonial battlefield becomes a crossroad of 
unfulfilled desire for modernity, an ambivalent longing for the past and 
Pan-African aspiration for the future. And the “past” strangely evokes not 
only the precolonial past but also the battlefield in Mafeking during the 
siege. 
1 Though Sol Plaatje (Solomon Tshekisho Plaatje, 1876-1932) is a well-known pioneering
black South African figure, a brief summary of his biography might be helpful. Born to Rolong 
(one of the clans of the Tswana people) parents near Kimberley, he received a mission-
education at Pniel. After working as a pupil-teacher for two years, he joined the Cape civil 
service first as a messenger and then as a court interpreter. Then he moved to Mafeking, where 
he continued to work as a court interpreter (1898-1902) during the Second Anglo-Boer War 
and the siege of the town. (By that time he was known to be fluent in seven languages.) He was 
also an intermediary between the British force and the Rolongs and a part-time assistant to war 
correspondents there.  After the war, he became an editor of the Setswana-English weekly 
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Koranta ea Becoana (Bechuana Gazette) (1902-1909) in Mafeking and later established the 
newspapers Tsala ea Becoana (Bechuana Friend) (1910-1912) and Tsala ea Batho (The 
Friend of the People) (1912-1915). 
 He was a renowned activist and politician who devoted himself to the enfranchisement and 
liberation of the African peoples. He was a founding member and the first General 
Correspondence Secretary of the South African Native National Congress (SANNC, founded 
in 1912, which was the forerunner of the ANC). As a member of the SANNC deputation, he 
travelled to Britain to petition the British government against the denial of African rights in the 
Union of South Africa, particularly their dispossessions under the 1913 Natives’ Land Act. He 
later travelled to Canada and the United States, where he met with Marcus Garvey and W. E. 
B. Du Bois. 
As a writer, he made a great contribution in the field of literature, both in his native tongue,
Setswana, and in English. He was the author of several pioneering books: he wrote works on 
the Setswana language, including Sechuana Proverbs (1916) and A Sechuana Reader (1916) 
and translated Shakespeare’s A Comedy of Errors and Julius Caesar into Setswana. His non-
fictional works include The Boer War Diary of Sol T. Plaatje, edited by J. L. Comaroff 
(posthumously discovered and published in 1973), which was also published as The Boer War 
Diary of Sol T. Plaatje, and his book of political essays, Native Life in South Africa (1916). He 
was the first black South African to publish a novel in English, Mhudi: An Epic of South 
African Native Life a Hundred Years Ago (1930). 
2 Cape Liberalism was an assimilation policy in the Cape Colony which involved the
incorporation of the non-whites into the colonial system in a subordinate role with a promise of 
equality and opportunity (though limited) in education, the franchise, and the right to own 
property. Originally this “liberal” tradition was to assimilate the freed slaves, mostly Cape 
Coloureds, in the early nineteenth century, but by the 1880s, with a series of annexations, 
Africans became the majority of the Cape population. By the mid-1880s, as the income of the 
African population increased and Christianized Africans exhibited an increased interest in 
education, more Africans (though still a minority) began to get their names on the voters’ lists. 
As a result, thereafter there were more “friends of the Natives” MPs in the government. This 
caused considerable anxiety among the whites, and from the mid-1880s the government 
endorsed several laws to curb the access of non-whites to the franchise (Evans, Equal Subjects, 
Unequal Rights 91-99).  
3 For more detailed analysis of his war diary, see Mizoguchi, “Writing a Diary under Siege: 
Imagining the Empire in Sol Plaatje’s Mafeking Diary” (2009).  
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